The number of deaths from suicide in the City of Birmingham has fallen dramatically over the past eight years. Investigation shows that this seems to be wholly due to a reduction in deaths due to domestic coal-gas.
Introduction
The purpose of this paper is to examine the sharp decline in the suicide rate in the City of Birmingham during the years 1963-70. While it might be supposed that this decline is a result of prompter identification of those at risk and the earlier instigation of more effective methods of treatment analysis of the problem fails to confirm this.
Procedure
The suicide record cards in the City of Birmingham Coroner's office for the decade 1961-70 were scrutinized and the following data extracted: sex, age, and abode; date of attempt; and method of committing suicide. The methods used were divided into three categories: (1) relatively passive and slowacting methods-that is, taking tablets such as barbiturates, anticonvulsants, and antidepressive, tranquillizing, and other psychotropic drugs; (2) domestic coal-gas however administered; and (3) relatively more active and violent methods such as hanging, leaping, drowning, and self-laceration; also included in this category are corrosive poisons and a very small number of subjects using car exhaust gas, which involves fairly elaborate preparation. All these methods are characterized by a high degree of probability that using them is likely to cause death or at least severe injury.
Results
The numbers of suicides in the City of Birmingham during the years 1950-70 are shown in Fig. 1 The number of suicides during the decade 1961-70 is shown in Fig. 2 according to method. It is immediately apparent that there is a highly significant drop in the number of deaths from domestic coal-gas (method 2) from 87 in 1962 to 12 in 1970 (P<0.001). In contrast the rate of suicide by tablet-taking (method 1) does not vary significantly over this period (P>0 10). While there is a slight rise in suicides due to violent means (method 3) this, on further analysis, turns out to be due to a small but significant increase in the use of such methods by male subjects only (P<0-02), whereas in females the rate remains remarkably constant (see Fig. 3 ). Taken as a whole women resorted to coal-gas less often than men (see Fig. 4 MARCH 1972 stocks has reduced the average carbon monoxide content over the past seven years from about 20% to 2-5%. It is, therefore, the drop in the toxic CO content of domestic gas which seems to account for the fall in gas suicide deaths. This conclusion would seem further to be confirmed by a similar fall over the same period in the number of accidental deaths due to coal-gas (Fig. 5) . .Area total accidental deaths from coal-gas poisoning .-____ Birmingham only accidental deaths from coal-gas poisoning Birmingham suicide deaths from coal-gas poisoning I 1 \"'' \- '-,,, 19b2 19b4 19%b 1968 1970 FIG 
